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M. President, I rise today along with my colleague, Senator Lautenberg, to
introduce the Veterans Comprehensive Hepatitis C Health Care Act. This bill would
fundamentally change the way the Department of Veterans Affairs is addressing the
growing Hepatitis C epidemic, and would create a national standard for testing and
treating veterans with the virus.

Hepatitis C is a disease of the liver caused by contact with the Hepatitis C virus. It
is primarily spread by contact with infected blood. The CDC estimates that 1.8 percent of
the population is infected with the Hepatitis C virus, and that number is much higher
among veterans. Vietnam-era veterans are considered to be at greater risk because many
were exposed to Hepatitis C-infected blood as a result of combat-related surgical care
during the Vietnam War. In fact, data from the Veterans Administration suggests that as
many as 18 percent of all veterans and 64 percent of Vietnam veterans are infected with
the Hepatitis C Virus (HCV). Veterans living in the New York-New Jersey metropolitan
area have the highest rate of Hepatitis C in the nation. For many of those infected,
Hepatitis C leads to liver failure, transplants, liver cancer, and death.

And yet, most veterans who have Hepatitis C don't even know it--and often do not
get treatment until it's too late. Despite recent advances in treating Hepatitis C, the VA
still lacks a comprehensive, consistent, uniform approach to testing and treating veterans
for the virus. Only a fraction of the eight million veterans enrolled nationally in the VA
Health Care System have been tested to date. Part of the problem stems from a lack of
qualified, full-time medical personnel to administer and analyze the tests. Most of the 172
VA hospitals in this country have only one doctor, working a half day a week, to conduct
and analyze all the tests. At this rate, it will take years to test the entire enrolled
population--years that many of these veterans may not have.

To address this growing problem, M. President, | am again introducing the
Veterans Comprehensive Hepatitis C Health Care Act. This legislation will improve
access to Hepatitis C testing and treatment for all veterans, ensure that the VA spends all
allocated Hepatitis C funds on testing and treatment, and sets new, national policies for
Hepatitis C care. Congressman Rodney Frelinghuysen from New Jersey has introduced
companion legislation in the House of Representatives.

The bill would improve testing and treatment for veterans by requiring annual
screening tests for Vietnam-era veterans enrolled in the VA health system, and providing
annual tests, upon request, to other veterans enrolled in the system. Further, it would
require the VA to treat any enrolled veteran who tests positive for the Hepatitis C virus,
regardless of service-connected disability status or priority group categorization. The VA
would be required to provide at least one dedicated health care professional--a doctor and
a nurse--at each VA Hospital for testing and treatment of this disease.



This bill would also increase the amount of money dedicated to Hepatitis C
testing and treatment, and would make sure these funds are spent where they are needed
most. Beginning in FY 06, Hepatitis C funding would be shifted to the Specific Purpose
account under the Veterans Health Administration, and would be dedicated solely for the
purpose of paying for the costs associated with treating veterans with the Hepatitis C
virus. The bill would allocate these funds to the 22 Veterans Integrated Service Networks
(VISN) based on each VISN's Hepatitis C incidence rate, or the number of veterans
infected with the virus.

In addition, this bill will end the confusing patchwork of policies governing the
care of veterans with Hepatitis C throughout the nation. This legislation directs the VA to
develop and implement a standardized, national Hepatitis C policy for its testing protocol,
treatment options and education and notification efforts. The bill further directs the VA to
develop an outreach program to notify veterans who have not been tested for the
Hepatitis C virus of the need for such testing and the availability of such testing through
the VA. And finally, this legislation would establish Hepatitis C Centers of Excellence in
geographic areas with high incidence of Hepatitis C infection.

The VA currently lacks a comprehensive national strategy for combating this
deadly disease. The Veterans Comprehensive Hepatitis C Health Care Act will ensure
that veterans will finally be provided with the access to testing and treatment that they
have more than earned and deserve. And, the Federal Government will actually save
money in the long run by testing and treating this infection early. The alternative is much
more costly treatment of end-stage liver disease and the associated complications, or
other disorders.

The VA has known about the problem of Hepatitis C among veterans since 1992,
but they have not acted. We must address this critical issue for the brave men and women
who have placed their lives in danger to protect the United States. I urge my colleagues to
join me in supporting this crucial legislation.



